FOUNDATIONS OF BRITISH PATRIOTISM
the early Frankish Kings of Gaul, " there was/* in the
words of Professor Oman, " no trace of popular govern-
ment , . . the ancient German freedom had disappeared,
to give place to an autocracy as well defined as that of
the vanished Roman Empire." l
Had the prehistoric land connection between England
and the Continent remained intact, there can be no doubt
that such a fate would equally have overtaken whatever
habits of freedom the English had brought with them
from overseas. The Roman way of government, the
Roman exaltation of authority, would have come back
with the Church, which, by monopolizing literacy, was
alone capable of staffing even the most primitive ad-
ministration, and could also immeasurably enhance the
ruler's importance by attaching a divine sanction to what
had not, in practice, amounted to more than a glorified
team captaincy,
But the influence of Rome could never be exerted as
strongly and continuously across even the narrow seas
as it could across a land frontier. And it was just this
reduction from a stream to a trickle that enabled the
island civilization to use it without being deflected from
its natural course of development. Even If we cannot
credit the pre-conquest Englishman with more than the
merest embryo of what we should call democracy, there
is no trace in his records of anything that a modem
historian could fairly characterize as autocracy, defined
or otherwise. There is, even thus early, a gulf wider than
the Channel between England and the Continent.
Whatever light our all too scanty records shed upon
the ways and proceedings of these proto-Englishmen
shows that any attempt to coerce or regiment them is,
even to the toughest ruler, practically unthinkable. The
principle of government by consent is none the less
honoured, from the fact that it operates more by instinct
than by formula.
The habit of mooting, or thrashing out in discussion,
1 The Dark Age$> by C. Oman, p. 126.
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